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Introduction
Labels are used as a way to categorize a group with some form of shared characteristics. 
Society labels things such as food products, clothing brands, file folders, personal items, and 
people.  Labels are associated with certain images, characteristics, connotations, associations, 
stigmas, and stereotypes.  Although labels make for easy reference, they can become problematic 
by placing a large amount of items or people into one specific category. It would not be accurate to 
have only one label for every type, brand, and form of milk.  There are different nutritional values, 
flavors, manufacturers, brands, and types of milk available and that is why each one has a 
descriptive label other than simply “milk”.  Just as it may not be accurate to place the same label 
on all forms of milk, it may not be appropriate to place a single label on an entire segment of the 
population.  Research shows that people differ in their preference of label and they also differ in 
their own self-identification (Agyemang, Bhopal, & Bruijnzeels, 2005).
According to the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign Student Enrollment 
Information (2009), 6.1% of UIUC students are self-reported African American or labeled 
themselves as such on the formal college application.  Higher education uses labels such as these 
to statistically assess the student population.  Higher education also uses a variety of labels in 
reference to students of different groups.  Examples include labels used in the names of: cultural 
houses, culturally based student organizations, fraternities and sororities, and other cultural events. 
The choice of language that the University uses and promotes may have an effect on how a person 
forms self-identification.  This could have an effect on one’s adjustment to campus and one’s 
perception of the inclusiveness at an institution.
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Literature Review
Labels Over Time
According to Smith (1992) racial labels have changed overtime.  In the nineteenth and 
early twentieth century, the preferred label “Colored” changed to “Negro” until the late 1960s. 
“Black”1 later became the label of preference until the present where “African American” is 
increasingly preferred.  This research project focuses on the preference between the labels “African 
American” or “Black” among college students because those are the most commonly used labels at 
this time.  The label “Black” remained the dominant term until 1988 when Ramona H. Edelin, 
president of the National Urban Coalition, suggested that “African American” become the primary 
label, replacing “Black” (Smith).  Jewel (1985) explained that the word ”Black” “denies those so 
labeled the terms of ethnic respect extended to many other groups in America” (as cited in Niven 
& Zilber, 2000, p. 268).  A campaign for this label change of “Black” to “African American” 
began in the late 1980s and leaders like Jesse Jackson soon supported the goal of recognizing 
African Americans/Blacks2 with a cultural identification that ties to their heritage, culture, and 
homeland (Smith, 1992).  Currently, the label “African American” is being advanced to the 
preferred label, especially among the younger generation (Ghee, 1990; Sigelman, Tuch & Martin, 
2005).
Although people often use race and ethnicity synonymously, the separation between 
ethnicity and race is an important distinction to make regarding label preference (Smith, 1992). 
Ethnic differences are thought of as based on genetics, thus understood as permanent and 
unchangeable by society.  Race is most acknowledged as a socially constructed label, often based 
on the color of one’s skin or appearance.  The difference between race and ethnicity is a continued 
debate.  Historically, America has been more accepting of ethnic groups than racial groups.  Allen 
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(1990) explained that “African American’ as opposed to ‘Black’ would connote ethnicity over 
color and connote equality in pluralism” (as cited in Smith, 1992, p. 507).  Although ethnic self-
labeling is becoming more prominent, this can become problematic because people may change 
their self-assessment overtime and depending on context.  This makes using ethnicity in health 
care research difficult (Agyemang, Bhopal, & Bruijnzeels, 2005).  Agyemang et al. suggested that 
professionals and researchers, specifically in the fields of health and ethnicity, should “understand 
and acknowledge the massive diversity within the African descent populations and should avoid 
implying that they all share unique characteristics in common” (p. 1017).  The possibility of 
students changing their own self-assessment of identity may also point to the difficulty in 
determining an inclusive label for African American/Black students at institutions.  
Socialization and Label Meanings 
Self-identified racial labels are tied to one’s diversity of socialization experiences with 
ethnic subgroups among college students of African ancestry.  According to Aglin and Whaley 
(2006), the self-label “Black” was found not to be linked to a socialization experience; however the 
ethnic self-label such as “African American” was connected to socialization experiences that 
emphasize the significance of maintaining cultural heritage.  The importance placed on 
maintaining cultural heritage may be a response to a self-labeled “African American’s” status as a 
racial minority.  Aglin and Whaley “found that individuals who preferred the label ‘African 
American’ scored significantly lower on the measure of miseducated racial identity, which reflects 
the endorsement of negative stereotypes about people of African descent” (p. 461).  This is an 
example of the impact and meanings associated with labels that can be engrained into one’s every 
day life.
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Smith (1992) explained that labels for African Americans/Blacks labels will continually be 
in need of change as long as they are discriminated and oppressed in society.  Racial prejudice 
eventually results in a negative association with the common label used at the time (Smith). This 
idea helps one understand why the preferred labels of African Americans/Blacks have changed 
throughout history.  Parham and Helms (1981) established that an individual’s label preference 
does not necessarily reflect their racial attitudes but most likely is the result of ideas prevalent in 
that period of time or place (as cited in Speight et al., 1996).  In relation to the more popular 
preference for “African American”, Ghee (1990) explained “only the African self ideal is 
sufficiently grounded in a history or custom, heritage, and world/human/evolutional contributions 
for meaningful self referent” (p. 90).  The reason people choose “African American” over “Black” 
may be because more people are recognizing ties to their ancestral roots.  Also, it might be 
becoming more acceptable in society for African Americans/Blacks to identify with their culture 
and express it through their choice of label. 
There is a connection between political climate and label preference.  The trend toward the 
“African American” label has the potential to create psychological stability (Speight et al., 1996). 
In specific relation to labeling within political elections, labels can portray political information 
and create strong reactions.  Zilber and Niven (1995) found: “People perceive that a candidate 
using the African American label is more generally less likable…Those exposed to the African 
American label are more likely to believe that minority groups spend too much time complaining 
about insignificant matters” (p. 660).  Their research showed the impact a label can have not only 
on one’s own identification but on other’s perceptions as well.  Zilber and Niven’s research was 
conducted in 1995 and may exemplify the historical changes of label associations.  In relation to 
the recent president election of America’s first African American/Black president, it could be 
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argued that the label “African American” may actually evoke more positive reactions than other 
labels at this time.  The election of the first African American/Black president may be evidence 
that the association with “African American” is becoming more positive.  The election may also 
help evoke a positive association with “African American”.
The changing association with labels may indicate the problems with developing an 
inclusive label at institutions, especially involving the naming of cultural organizations or houses. 
If the preferred label changes with the political and social climate, it may be difficult to create a 
consistent label throughout campus and over time.  
Sigelman et al. (2005) found that the way group members label themselves is indicative of 
their position in society.  This is especially pertinent for minority group members whose racial or 
ethnic label has historically been placed upon them negatively by the majority group (Sigelman et 
al.).  It is concluded that group identity, position in society, and particular socialization experiences 
are all connected to the way in which a person chooses to self-label.  Recognized by Smith (1992), 
other groups have dealt with changing racial and ethnic labels, such as “Hispanic”, “Spanish-
speaking”, and “Latino”.  However, this label change is especially relevant to African 
Americans/Blacks.  Smith argued:
For Blacks their label was both more important and less certain than that of most other 
immigrant  groups because (1) their  enslavement had stripped them of their  indigenous 
identities, (2) the enslaved Blacks lacked a collective self-designation that corresponded to 
how Whites saw them (as a homogenous race) rather than as members of different cultures, 
tribes, and language groups—they lacked a common indigenous term that corresponded to 
their  social  definition  in  America  and (3)  as  slaves  Blacks  were  long prevented  from 
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developing their  own institutions and community organizations  to advance their  group 
identity. (p. 511)
This shows the importance of utilizing appropriate labels, because the preferred labels for 
African Americans/Blacks have strong meanings. The labels are tied to their culture, 
African roots, and past and present experiences in America.
“African American” vs. “Black” Label Preference
Attitudes about racial self-designation and racial identities are often used as ways to 
understand the in-group differences among African Americans/Blacks (Speight et al. 1996).  Tied 
to this is the understanding developed by Parham and Helms (1981) that states even though 
individuals share a race it does not mean they will share the same personal characteristics (as cited 
in Speight et al.).   Racial self-designation is defined as the preferred term in which an individual 
deems to be identified.   According to Helms (1990) racial identity refers “to a sense of group or 
collective identity based on one’s perception that he or she shares a common racial heritage with a 
particular racial group” (p. 3).  Individual’s racial identity is related to their racial self-designation, 
also known as preferred self-label.
The research of Speight et al. (1996) showed that 41% of participants preferred the label 
“Black” and 30% preferred the label “African American”.  Cultural heritage and ancestors were the 
primary reason that the participants preferred “African American” and self-evident (‘I am what I 
am’) was the most popular reason participants preferred “Black” (Speight et al.).  Sigelman et al. 
(2005) reported that their respondents were equally divided on their label preference of “Black” or 
“African-American.”  It is important to understand not only labels and attitudes but also their 
meaning (Speight et al., 1996). 
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Exemplified in the research by Speight et al. (1996) the label “African American” was 
preferred due to an association with symbolic, political, and cultural implications.  Feelings of 
empowerment and political awareness were specifically tied to a preference for being labeled 
“African American”. The preference for the label “African American” indicated participant’s de-
emphasis on race and racial differences (Speight et al.).   “It appears that higher education levels 
(and higher income, subsequently) are indicative of greater exploration of the self as a racial 
being” (Speight et al. p. 48).  Sigelman et al. (2005) found “the label ‘African American’ –popular 
among young, urban dwellers living outside the South who attended integrated schools and who 
embrace their heritage- will predominate” (p. 437).  Therefore, on a college campus, the label 
preference will likely be connected with a deeper sense of racial self.  This could potentially 
indicate that college students prefer ethnic specific labels in comparison to the broader label 
“Black”. 
Reasons for Preference Variability
Speight et al. (1996) established that the different preferences of labels may be a result of 
the political or cultural differences of the larger African American/Black community especially in 
relation to African heritage. Speight et al. demonstrated “the importance of societal trends in the 
construction of personal identities and the meaning individuals ascribe to racial labels” (p. 50). 
Contrasting with the data found by Speight et al., Sigelman et al. (2005) found that gender and 
level of education did not have an influence on the label preference. However, “age, city size, and 
region did, with younger residents of large cities outside the South expressing more enthusiasm for 
the label ‘African American” (Sigelman et al., p. 437).  People are more likely to prefer “African 
American” if they view racial identity as more important. This may occur if they attended an 
equally Black and White elementary school opposed to an all Black elementary school (Sigelman 
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et al.).  The racial differences are more salient, thus students are more likely to choose “African 
American” as opposed to “Black”.  This research project considers the meanings and trends in 
society that are associated with racial labels.
Institutions must recognize that students’ preference for labels may be very different. 
Similar to Parham & Helms (1981), Sellers and Shelton (2003) argued that two students who 
strongly identify with the same group may have distinct opinions on the meaning of being a 
member of that group.  Sellers et al. (1998) “suggested that African Americans vary in their 
affective and evaluative judgments of their racial group (private regard), and in their beliefs about 
others’ affective and evaluative judgments of African Americans (public regard)” (as cited in 
Sellers & Shelton, 2003, p. 1080).  This emphasizes the different opinions about labels among 
African Americans/Blacks and society in general.  
Analysis of Labels
Agyemang, Bhopal, and Bruijnzeels (2005) analyzed labels used to describe African origin 
populations.  They explained that the meaning of the term “Black” is associated with Negro.  The 
strengths of this label are that it holds consensus in the U.S. and U.K. and is recognized socially 
and historically as a lasting conception. They argued that the weakness of using the label “Black” 
is that it does not connect with ethnicity and is used to describe heterogeneous populations. 
Agyemang et al. found that when using the label “Black” it “refers to a person with Saharan 
African ancestral organs with brown or black complexion…and in certain circumstances the term 
“Black” signifies all non-White minority populations” (p. 1015).  “Black” should be used with 
caution according to Agyemang et al.  
“African American” is applicable to people with African ancestral origination and their 
offspring.  Many people associated with this term are decedents of people brought as slaves to 
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America.  There are multiple strengths of the label “African American”. There is a consensus when 
used in the U.S. and it is a signifier of geographical origin. This term attempts to describe a 
cultural group.  However, there is a weakness in that North Africans are excluded from this group 
label such as African Caribbean.  Agyemang et al. (2005) describe “African American” as a useful 
and a preferred label as long as other ethnic groups are not included.  Institutions must consider the 
opinion variance among students when deciding common language or labels used on campus
College Adjustment
African American/Black students are likely to experience issues connected to adjustment, 
alienation, isolation, and inclusiveness of the institution’s environment (Phelps, Taylor, and 
Gerard, 2001). Anglin and Wade (2007) researched which culturally specific factors correlated 
with better adjustment in college by analyzing social and identity processes related to African 
Americans/Blacks.  The retention of African American/Black students is less than other minorities 
enrolled in college.  It is thus important to understand the impact that culturally related experiences 
have on adjustment because a well-adjusted student is more likely to persist through college. 
According to Stevenson (1995) “Racial socialization is a concept proposed as the process by which 
Black individuals develop a healthy Black racial identity” (as cited in Anglin & Wade, 2007). 
Racial socialization is connected to the preference of racial/ethnic label. 
Anglin and Wade (2007) found that internalized multicultural racial identity, defined as 
embracing one’s Black identity and emotions related with other cultural groups, is connected with 
a better college adjustment.  At predominately White institutions, academic and social 
environments that support Afrocentric principles may not be available to African American/Black 
students. 
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Thus, it appears that having a more inclusive racial identity in which one feels connected 
with other cultural groups (i.e. internalized multicultural) may make it easier to adjust to 
college in a predominately White or racially mixed  setting, perhaps by allowing for feeling 
a sense of belonging and attachment to the university (Anglin and Wade, p. 213). 
Thompson, Anderson, and Bakeman (2000) argued that predominately White institutions take into 
consideration cultural factors, especially related to counseling, to better the college adjustment of 
African American/Black students. This research on inclusive racial identity can be transferred to 
the use of inclusive labels as well.  Their research provides evidence of the important role that 
inclusive racial labels can have in an African American/Black student’s adjustment to campus.
Anglin and Wade (2007) explained that if an African American/Black student believes in 
the negative racial stereotypes, their adjustment to campus will be more difficult.  They will likely 
internalize those ideas resulting in feelings of less confidence and competence around 
predominately White or ethnically diverse groups.  This connects to the research project at hand, 
emphasizing the importance of understanding the most inclusive labels.  If institutions are using 
labels that a student associates with negative stereotypes, a disconnect between the student and the 
institution will likely develop.  This disconnect will likely be the root of a student developing 
lower self-esteem and potentially not persisting through college.  “Addressing these issues of racial 
identification and preparation may make incoming Black students’ transition to college easier, and 
thereby improve retention” (Anglin & Wade, p. 214).  Universities are encouraged to support 
multiculturalism among African American/Black students and help students build diverse 
relationships.  
Critiques of Research
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Many factors that contribute to label preferences develop through experiences over time. 
The strongest influence on racial socialization is the family.  When the struggles of racism are 
incorporated in a person’s racial socialization, perceptions of discrimination are likely to become 
buffered (Fisher & Shaw, 1999, as cited in Anglin & Wade, 2007).  Sellers and Shelton (2003) 
summarized the hypothesis of Cross (1991) and Phinney (1990; 1996) by saying that group 
connectedness can compensate for the negative effects of prejudice.  Sellers and Shelton (2003) 
later noted the inadequacies and little empirical evidence supporting this hypothesis.  
Researchers have critiqued the methods used and claims made by others in relation to racial 
socialization and identity.  According to Helms (1990), racial identity involves the importance an 
individual places on their racial heritage and the how strongly they feel a part of their racial group. 
It is important for researchers to measure self esteem because in the past it has been associated 
with racial identity (Cross, 1991 as cited in Speight et al., 1996).  The critiques of past research are 
important when considering this research on labeling because poorly supported hypothesis and 
issues of racial identity and self esteem may arise during this research process.  
Cultural Awareness and Acculturrative Stress
Thompson, Anderson, and Bakeman (2000) explained that African American/Black 
students at predominantly White institutions are likely to experience acculturative stress. 
Acculturative stress is a result of feeling the need to be bicultural in a sometimes hostile 
environment.  If an individual is less culturally aware, one’s racial identity could contribute to 
acculturative stress, however if an individual has greater cultural awareness, one’s racial identity 
could help buffer the effects of acculturative stress (Thompson et al.).  
Sellers and Shelton (2003) found that the various dimensions of racial identity impact the 
mental health of African Americans/Blacks but it is a complex process.  More specifically they 
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found that the way African Americans/Blacks experience discrimination is associated with the 
significance and meaning they place on race.  Thompson et al. (2000) found that individuals who 
have pride in their culture and can also take a flexible, pluralistic perspective are associated with 
less acculturative stress.  They claimed that messages received about one’s race can have an 
indirect influence on acculturative stress because it impacts one’s racial identity.  It is important for 
African Americans/Blacks to place a positive meaning on race because it will not only transfer a 
positive effect on their racial identity and mental health, but also their level of acculturative stress 
and experience with discrimination.  Phelps et al. (2001) argued “the type and degree of 
experiences encountered by African Americans/Blacks in the United States, historically and 
currently, due to group membership may affect their outlook and worldview” (p. 214).   Therefore, 
group membership, cultural pride, and meanings of race will likely influence African 
American/Black’s world ideology.  Labels, contributing to these meanings and associations, are 
therefore a contributor to those ideologies as well. 
Connection to Higher Education
The importance of a positive racial identity is therefore a powerful factor in a student’s 
adjustment to and experience at a predominately White campus.  Language on campus sends 
messages to African American/Black students. Anglin and Whaley believe “racial/ethnic labels are 
manifestations of underlying identities that emerged out of socialization experiences” (2006, p. 
458). According to Fairchild (1985) “although many citizens (particularly White citizens) perceive 
the “African American” label as merely an example of ‘political correctness,’ the label by which a 
group is known can have a significant effect on the way people perceive the group itself” (as cited 
in  Niven & Zilber, 2000, p. 268).  The use of labels are important because they contribute to the 
definition of a group and influence the reactions of the “in” and “out” group members towards a 
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specific group (Smith, 1992).  At institutions it is important for administrators to understand how 
campus programs and events may affect ethnically diverse Black students (Phelps et al., 2001). 
Higher education institutions should consider the labels that are used to describe African 
American/Black students and the potential impact it could have on one’s racial identity, their 
adjustment to campus, and other’s perceptions.  
Purpose
The purpose of this research paper is to examine how language at University of Illinois is 
perceived by African American/Black students.  The question addressed in this study is how 
African American/Black students self-identify and what their preference is on racial/ethnic 
language in relation to their identity.  Focus is placed on student self-identification and self-
labeling. The research will also address: the language students use to describe themselves and 
others of the same racial/ethnic group, the language students prefer to be used to describe 
themselves and their racial/ethnic group, the associations students have in relation to specific 
racial/ethnic language, and the opinions of racial/ethnic language used in higher education, 
specifically at the University of Illinois.
Higher education is becoming more diverse and it is an institution’s responsibility to be 
inclusive to all students.  Language at an institution has the potential to include students by 
coinciding with their own self-identification or exclude students by marginalizing them through 
offensive language.  This research sheds light on how language in higher education may be 
affecting African American/Black students’ identity through self-labeling and language.  The goal 
of this research is to gain insight on appropriate and inclusive racial/ethnic language that could be 
used in higher education. On a deeper level, using the data obtained, the research discovers a better 
understanding of why certain labels are preferred over others and why certain labels are used more 
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frequently than others. By using inclusive language, higher education institutions will create a 
more inclusive environment for African American/Black students, fostering a positive racial-
identity among students as well as a more respectful atmosphere on campuses.
Methodology
Qualitative research was used to research racial/ethnic language at the University of 
Illinois.  A stronger understanding of African American/Black students’ personal opinions and 
background through interviews contributed significantly to this research.  Semi-structured 
interviews allowed for comparable data among participants while allowing the researcher to 
prompt the participants for further information.  Interview questions are located in Appendix A.
Participants were asked to volunteer through a snowball sampling method.  Four University 
of Illinois students (2 male, 2 female) who self-identified as African American/Black were 
interviewed.  Ages ranged from 18-20 and students’ primary geographical location of where there 
were raised included: Chicago area, New York, and Nigeria. Interviews allowed students to give 
thorough information about their thoughts related to racial/ethnic language on the University 
campus and in society as a whole.  
Interviews were transcribed and analyzed to locate reoccurring themes and examine 
relationship among themes, data, and past literature. Six overarching themes were indentified.
Results
Qualitative analysis was used to examine themes that emerged from the student interviews. 
Six over-arching themes were developed:  Self-Label Preference, Relationship/Environment 
Factor, UIUC Label-Preference, Specific vs. Broad, Identity, and Society’s Influence.
Self-Label Preference
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The four participants interviewed have different cultural and geographical backgrounds. 
Frank, a junior who discussed his Nigerian heritage, was born in America but primarily grew up in 
Nigeria.  Joe and Sarah, both juniors who discussed their African American heritage, grew up in 
the Chicago area. Natalia, a freshman who discussed her African American and Panamanian 
heritage, grew up in New York.  The participants all identified their race/ethnicity as African 
American but this identity differed from their preferred self-label. “African American” was not 
identified as a negative self-label by anyone and three participants felt comfortable with “African 
American” as their self-label, while one student preferred “person of color” instead.   Joe and Sara 
preferred “African American” or “Black” as their self-label. They viewed “African American” and 
“Black” as interchangeable and did not see different meanings or associations with the two labels. 
Frank preferred “African American” over “Black” although, if it was more acceptable or 
commonly used in society, he would prefer the label to be more specific to his ethnicity.  He 
viewed the meanings of “African American” and “Black” very differently. Frank said: 
To me I just think of “Black”, as the uneducated African American…the negative part of 
African American. “African American” is the educated person, the successful lawyer, or 
doctor…better version, the educated version, probably because it is the politically correct 
term.  
Natalia preferred to describe individuals by characteristics other than their race/ethnicity. 
However, if a racial/ethnic label is used, she felt that “person of color” was the most inclusive 
label.  The different self-label preferences of the participants appear connected to the participants’ 
geographic location where they were raised. Joe explained his perception of the labels “African 
American”, “African”, and “Black”. He said: 
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“African American” is considered an individual who is born in America of African decent, 
but someone who is born and raised in Africa and comes to America, they still just 
consider themselves as African, and they don’t consider themselves as “African 
American”, and being “Black” is just the same as being “African American” but just the 
more socially stated term basically.
The label “African American” was addressed as potentially problematic by three of the participants 
because it may exclude people who are African or who identify as a more specific ethnicity. 
Because preferences vary among individuals, Joe provided useful advice. He said: “If you really 
don’t know what to call the person or what the person wants to be called, the easiest thing to do is 
ask. Because every individual has a different viewpoint on what they feel.”
Relationship/Environment Factor
Compared to preferences on which label, “African American” or “Black”, should be used, 
participants had stronger opinion about the situation and timing in which those labels are used.  All 
participants mentioned that “African American” was a more politically correct term. “African 
American”, as opposed to “Black”, should be used in a formal, professional environment such as 
when speaking to a professor, to someone they do not know, or in an interview.  The label “Black” 
was found to be more appropriately used in a casual, social environment. “Black” is more accepted 
to be used when a close relationship exists between the people speaking. Sarah and Joe did not 
have a preference of “Black” or “African American” but strongly emphasized that it is more 
acceptable to use a certain label depending on the given environment or relationship.  Sarah 
explained that it is sometimes strange to consistently use or hear “African American” in casual, 
informal conversation.  She said: “I think it is (awkward) in a sense because of the political 
correctness of it, it’s almost like you are trying to be formal with me in the situation.”
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Interestingly, all participants said they use “Black” when asked what they call someone of 
a similar race/ethnicity as themselves.  Joe and Sarah said that the race of the person identifying 
them influenced their self-label preference. If it is a person of a different race than themselves, Joe 
and Sarah more commonly preferred the label “African American” rather than “Black”. Joe 
explained that relationships and race influenced the use of labels. He said: “African Americans 
who are referring to other African Americans would probably say ‘other Blacks’, but if it’s a White 
person talking to a Black person, the White person is more likely to use a professional term like 
“African American” as opposed to Black.”  
UIUC-Label Preference
Names of cultural organizations and events at the University of Illinois often include the 
labels “Black” and/or “African American”.  The University does not use a consistent label across 
all campus organizations or events. All of the students expressed that they had not recognized the 
different usage of “Black” and “African American” in University-related names.  However, 
students rationalized this UIUC-label variance with explanations similar to their self-label 
preference.  All participants believed the University-label variance is related to different target 
audiences, formal/in-formal names, and different originators of the events and organizations.  Joe 
explained: 
The Black House, BGC (Black Greek Council), those are all social terminologies, BGC is 
composed of social frats and sororities, it’s more of a social thing, “Black” is termed that 
way when you discuss social kinds of things.   So the reason I believe the African 
American Homecoming or the African American Cultural Center use “African American” 
is because those are more, more campus wide as far as publicity. So it just depends on the 
context.
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Sarah said: “I really do say Black House; I don’t say Bruce Nesbit African American Cultural 
Center unless I’m talking formally about it”. The participants did not think it was necessary to 
change the UIUC-labels to a consistent all-inclusive label. Sarah discussed the different uses of 
“Black” and “African American” in University-related organizations or names. She said:
I think I’m just used to saying it the way it’s set up…I don’t think there are really any 
negatives about it, I don’t think it should be altered at all to be honest. It is what it is and 
that’s how it’s known.
Frank said: 
If the University changes this language or changes some of the naming, the African 
American students might not feel it is for them. For example, this University is 
predominately White so a lot of things on this University are catered to the majority. So if 
it’s not easily identifiable to African American students, they might just think that that 
resource, that program or event, ‘is not for me’.
Specific vs. Broad
The participants were asked about different kinds of labels, both broad and specific. Broad 
umbrella terms like “minority students”, “under-represented students”, “at-risk students” were 
compared to more ethnic specific labels.  All of the participants felt it was best when the labels are 
more specific to one’s identity.  Umbrella terms such as “minority students”, “under-represented 
students”, and “at-risk students”, are not terms that the participants identified with. Frank 
expressed his dislike for umbrella terms such as “minority students” and “people of color”. He 
said:  “(There is) no real identification for those people you are trying to refer to. Just like they are 
just a whole broad portion of folks, there is no regards to their personal identification”.  Joe 
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explained his preference for more identity-specific language in relation to broad umbrella terms 
like “minority students”: 
I would probably prefer that (specifying each group instead of only using umbrella terms) 
because I feel we are all different. Although we are all quote unquote minorities, we all 
have our own different heritages, our different cultures, our different histories, so I don’t 
like the fact that they kind of put it all in one.
Natalia preferred “person of color” because she feels it is a softer term that recognizes people’s 
identity more than “minority”.  However, all of students recognized that once labels become too 
ethnic-specific it may not be feasible to be inclusive of everyone.  Natalia said: “I think a more 
appropriate umbrella term (is needed) because you can’t get everyone, there are so many different 
ethnicities, there is like a global economy like you can’t be more specific.”  Although more 
specific identification is preferred, the participants understood that once a specific ethnic identity is 
included, it would be necessary to include all ethnic identities which is not a realistic option.  
Identity
All of the students said they developed their identity prior to attending college and that the 
language on campus has not impacted their identity. The students all appeared to have a positive 
sense of self.  The participants’ identities are linked to their cultural and historical understanding. 
Sarah said: 
It’s really difficult to know who I am, or to find comfort in being Black if I don’t know 
anything about the history, or if I don’t know anything about the contemporary issues that 
play in the community and I think learning about it is pretty important… If I don’t know 
myself, I won’t be able to express that to other people and if I’m not comfortable being 
who I am, then how I can I express that?  
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Natalia felt a similar connection between her identity and her cultural heritage. She said: “I’m still 
trying to find out more about my own culture because I still feel like there is still more I could 
learn about myself”.  Joe said: 
I think that is very important to be proud of who you are, and be okay to speak on that, to 
speak on your history, because I feel like African Americans have endured a lot. I do hold 
it very closely, and it is very motivational for me…knowing that what African Americans 
have done in the past, going through much more adversity than what I am under right now.
Being culturally connected was important for the participants.  In relation to identifying with others 
on campus, Frank and Natalia both felt cultural similarities were more important than 
race/ethnicity alone. Frank discussed how he did not identify with many African Americans on 
campus. He said: 
I think it’s just different upbringing because I grew up in Nigeria, just different, slightly 
different values and just somewhat the same but some different values and traditions that 
my parents, both are Nigerian, instituted in me that are not in the African American 
tradition.
Natalia said: 
I’ve grown to just, don’t look at color and look more at the person behind it because I think 
we created this (labeling by race/ethnicity), we are all the same, we are all human, the color 
of our skin is really irrelevant… I don’t identify with a certain race but sometimes I may 
feel more comfortable with people who have culture similarities.
Society’s Influence
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Students identified labels that society perceives as negative.  Because of society’s negative 
perception, participants are more likely not to prefer those labels regardless of their personal 
opinion.  Natalia said: 
Well I feel like “African American” is deemed politically correct because you’re not 
supposed to say “Black”…sometimes people think “Black” is bad, and I don’t think it’s 
bad…James Brown said ‘I’m Black and I’m proud’ and I don’t know why people aren’t 
proud to be Black if you are of a mixed race…I wish there wasn’t a stigma attached to 
“Black”.
Participants expressed connotations that are often associated with umbrella labels.  Sarah explained 
her frustration with the term “under-represented students”. Sarah said: “I wouldn’t have as much of 
a problem with it if it was more inclusive of poor-whites, but usually when people think ‘under-
represented students’, they are thinking Blacks and Latinos, like, why is that?” She later discussed 
the perception of “minority students”: 
I don’t have a problem with it necessarily, like the phrase “minority” or the term 
“minority” but I have a problem with how people perceive it as being a negative thing 
because when they are saying ‘being a minority you are saying, you are giving your power 
away’…I think that because you assume someone is taking the power away from you, 
you’re giving into this mentality that you are less than someone by saying I’m less in 
number.
Two participants, Joe and Natalia, initiated concern surrounding the use of the “n-word”3 in casual 
conversation, both within the University community and society in general.  Joe said: 
I think it’s a very common issue in the Black community.  Both young people end up using 
that word, and adults, and it’s becoming so socially acceptable it’s like calling you 
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“Black”. So, it’s like, becoming such a common terminology that it’s become a serious 
issue with me.
Natalia experienced similar frustration with the increasing use of the “n-word”.  She said: “It’s like 
people don’t know their history and if people were more intelligent and knew their history I don’t 
think they would say it (“n-word”) or even think twice before they said it.”  Students with 
historical and cultural appreciation, such as Joe and Natalia, may be more likely to feel offended 
by the “n-word” and not use it in their everyday language.
Discussion and Implications
Self-Label Preference
Consistent with past research, the majority of participants preferred the label “African 
American” (Ghee, 1990; Sigelman, Tuch & Martin, 2005).  Although participants differed in their 
self-label preference, “African American” was accepted as a self-label by all participants.  The 
different backgrounds of the participants and their different cultural values contribute to the 
different opinions about self-labels.  Geographic location of where participants were raised and 
their ethnicity appears to impact preferred self-label as well. Political and cultural differences in 
the larger African American/Black community in relation to African heritage also impacts one’s 
preference of label (Speight et al., 1996).  Although “African American” is the most preferred 
label, it can be problematic when individuals, such as Africans, are placed within the “African 
American” group who do not identify as “African American”.  It is important for the University to 
be sensitive to all students’ racial/ethnic preferences and not assume that everyone identifies with 
the most common identity, “African American”.  People should ask the individual what their 
preferred racial/ethnic label is in order to be as respectful as possible.  Individuals may not feel 
appropriate asking others about their preferred self-label and ethnic roots.  The University should 
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promote open discussion across races/ethnicities about label preference, creating a safe, 
comfortable environment for conversation related to language and inclusiveness on campus.  
Relationship/Environment Factor
 It is important to adjust labels to the situation, environment, and relationship.  “Black” is a 
more social label that is appropriate to use within close relationships.  “African American” is a 
more formal label that is most appropriately used during professional situations and when speaking 
to individuals of little relation.  Using “African American” in casual environments with friends 
may appear too formal at times; however it is still appropriate and accepted regardless of the 
situation and relationship. The relationship/environment factor may explain why the participants 
all responded that they call others of the same race/ethnicity “Black”.  This may be a result of 
feeling more comfortable with their peers of the same race/ethnicity.  Some students preferred that 
individuals of a different race identify them as “African American”. This may be because the 
participants are less likely to have close relationships or may feel less comfortable with a person of 
a different race.
UIUC-Label Preference
University of Illinois labels do not need to change their language to a consistent label. 
Students do not perceive the different labels within University names as an issue because different 
individuals identify with different labels. Therefore an all-inclusive label is not a realistic goal.  It 
is important to recognize the differences within the African American/Black community because 
often they are viewed as a homogeneous group without acknowledging their unique characteristics 
and experiences (Agyemang et al., 2005). It may be positive to have a variety of UIUC-labels 
because different students have different preferences of labels.  Also, attempting to maintain a 
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consistent label over time may not be realistic because preferred labels vary among individuals and 
change over time (Smith, 1992).  
The University should continue to use the labels “Black” and “African American” but be 
mindful of the situation, relationship, and setting in which those labels are used. Institutions must 
consider the opinion variance when debating the use of labels and deciding what is most 
appropriate.  Clearly, the use of labels, especially the idea of creating a universal inclusive label, is 
a complicated topic.  Although inclusive labels at an institution may not satisfy all students, further 
research on the most preferred label can make an impact on African American/Black’s adjustment 
to campus and sense of connectivity to the institution.
Specific vs. Broad
Students prefer that umbrella terms such as “minority students” and “under-represented 
students” specify the groups associated with those terms. It is better to be as identity-specific as 
possible however it is not feasible to identify every individual’s preferred self-label.  “African 
American” is the best balance between a more specific ethnic label and a broad umbrella term. 
Although terms such as “minority students” serve a purpose at the University, it is suggested that 
the University verbally and visibly identify the groups represented within that term.  
Terms such as “under-represented students” and “minority students” have stigmas often 
associated with them. Position in society has an influence on the way people choose to self-label 
(Sigelman et al. 2005).  The participants’ dislike of the term “minority students” may reflect their 
position in society, a position which has historically been a place of discrimination.  Identifying 
specific groups represented within the umbrella terms may create a more positive association 
regarding one’s position in society. This recognizes different identities rather than assuming all 
groups within umbrella terms share the same values, traditions, and cultural connections.
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Identity
The participants’ different cultural and historical values, in relation to their different 
preferred self-labels, supports the goal for African Americans/Blacks to recognize a cultural 
identification that ties to their heritage, culture, and homeland (Smith, 1992).  This was the goal in 
the movement to increase the use of “African American”, beginning in the late 1980s. African 
Americans/Blacks are a minority at the University of Illinois, therefore the desire to maintain 
cultural heritage may be a reflection of this status (Aglin and Whaley 2006). Consistent with Aglin 
and Whaley, the students who preferred the self-label “African American” appear to find 
socialization experiences that emphasize maintaining cultural heritage important.  Because 
embracing one’s identity is connected with college adjustment, it is important that students feel 
they are being correctly identified at the University (Anglin & Wade, 2007).  
Language at the University many not impact the students who were interviewed because 
they all expressed an established positive identity and connection to their culture.  However, 
students who do not have a positive racial/ethnic identity or strong cultural connections may be 
influenced by the language on campus.  Language at the University should be adjusted to the 
students’ preferences and programming should be implemented to foster a positive sense of 
identity and connection to students’ cultural heritage.  A campus-wide campaign should be 
implemented to make students of all races/ethnicities aware of historical and cultural meanings of 
labels in order to foster more inclusive language on campus. By broadening everyone’s cultural 
knowledge, students will become more sensitive to others’ preferences and opinions about 
language.
Society’s Influence
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The participants’ preferred labels were not only based on their own opinions but based on 
society’s perceptions as well.  This finding supports Parham and Helms’s (1981) research which 
argued that often individual’s racial attitudes are not always their own but a reflection of ideas 
prevalent at a period of time or location.  It is important for individuals to be mindful of the 
perceptions of society. Although people may not personally believe negative associations with 
labels, the perceptions of society can impact the way those labels are interpreted by others.
The use of the “n-word” in casual language is a pertinent issue in society and on campus. 
Students feel this is an important issue because it is increasingly used across age, class, and 
races/ethnicities. The use of the “n-word” needs to be addressed before it becomes more acceptable 
in society.  Using the “n-word” is perpetuating negative associations with the African 
American/Black community.  Positive meanings of race/ethnicity are important because they 
transfer to positive effect on racial identity and mental health.  These positive meanings also help 
reduce the level of acculturative stress and experiences with discrimination (Thompson et al, 
2000). Although this informal language is not directly associated with the University, negative 
informal language will likely impact the campus environment and college adjustment for many 
students.  Programs focusing on cultural and historical meanings should be implemented with the 
goal of reducing negative language, such as the use of the “n-word”, on campus.  
Reflexivity and Limitations
Because this research is based on qualitative research, many biases and limitations exist. 
Time constraint is a limitation that impacted the amount of participants interviewed, the length of 
interviews, and the scale of the project. The small sample size and sampling method lends itself to 
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many limitations including: lack of generalizability, misinterpretation, different understanding of 
words definitions, and socially acceptable responses.  Self-selection is a limitation, as the 
participants who volunteered likely already have an interest in the topic of racial/ethnic language. 
They were highly involved and outgoing students on campus and may not be an accurate reflection 
of the entire African American/Black population on campus.
The qualitative research is not able to be generalized to the entire University but it provides 
a snapshot of some students’ perspectives on issues of language on campus. The different 
races/ethnicities of the researcher, Caucasian, and of the participants, African American, may have 
hindered the discussion of race/ethnicity among the researcher and participant during the 
interviews. The researcher’s personal experiences and interests may have impacted the interview 
process and interpretation. A high level of rapport was developed at the beginning of the interview 
to fend off any uncomfortable feelings that may obstruct honest responses.  However, different 
perspectives between the researcher and participants may have impacted the analysis done by the 
researcher.
Future Research
In order to attain more reliable findings, the dataset, context, methodologies should be 
expanded.  Future research should look at the differences in preferred self-labels in relation to 
geographical upbringing, ethnicity, and cultural/historical values. This would help to better 
understand why there are differences in preferences.  Research should look into the negative 
connotations associated with certain labels, why those connotations exist, and the best way to 
combat those notions.  By understanding the reasons behind meanings and connotations, it will be 
easier to implement programs fostering more inclusive labels.  
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Future research should look into the relationship between language and college adjustment 
and methods to create the most welcoming environment on college campuses.  Future research 
should also look at the other racial/ethnic groups’ perspectives of African American/Black labels. 
This well help to better understand why individuals of a different race/ethnicity use certain labels 
to describe other individuals.  This study demonstrates that preferences of self-labels and broader 
labels vary among different individuals. In order to create a positive, inclusive environment, those 
preferences should be respected. Further research should be done on the topic of language and 
labeling in order to provide more evidence on the usage, meaning, and impact of labels.
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Describe your background: Where you grew up, high school, level of diversity?
What label do you prefer to be used in relation to your race/ethnicity?
Why?
What label do you use when referencing other people of your same race/ethnicity?
Do you prefer using a race or ethnicity descriptor when being identified?
How would you describe your racial identity?
How would you describe your level of cultural awareness?
When you see/hear the word “black” what associations do you have in your mind? What 
associations do you have in your mind when you see/hear the label “African American”?  Are 
there differences between what those two labels mean to you?
When talking to a friend, what label would you use in reference to an American from Mexico? 
Mexican American? Hispanic? Latino?
When talking to a friend, what label would you use in reference to a person who is 
white/Caucasian?
Does it make a difference what person you are talking to? If so, explain?
How do you feel about the University’s use of racial labels?
Examples: Black House, Black Alumni Reunion, African American Homecoming, Black Greek 
Council, African American Studies
Why do you think there are different labels used, and do you think they have different 
connotations?
Do you think the University should use only one label?
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How do you feel about labels such as “people of color”, “under-represented students”, “minority 
students”, “at risk students”? 
Would you prefer a more general label when talking about people of the same race/ethnicity of you 
or a more specific label? Ex: students of color vs. African American; under-represented students 
vs. black
How do you feel about labeling your race/ethnicity on formal forms?  Do you think it should be 
more specific?
Do you think the University’s language using labels has shaped your own racial identity?
What about the campus environment, not just the official University language?
Do you have any recommendations for the University when using labels to describe groups of 
students?
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Footnotes
1 “Black” and “African American” are placed in quotations to signify that the researcher is referencing the label “Black” and “African 
American”.  This is why Black and African American are not always placed within quotations.  Other labels, such as “minority students”, 
are also distinguished by being placed within quotations.
2 African American/Black is the term chosen by the researcher to describe students of an African decent or identify as Black.
3 “n-word” is used by the researcher in reference to the word “nigger”, which is defined by Merriam Webster Dictionary as: 
1. usually offensive; a black person 2. usually offensive;  a member of any dark-skinned race 3: a member of a socially 
disadvantaged class of persons
